INTRODUCTION
We live in a world where the consequences of intangibles have become frighteningly tangible. The big challenges facing us today -climate change, global recession and violent extremism, to name but three -are complex in nature, but clearly have one thing in common: none of them can be tackled in conventional ways. What George W. Bush dubbed the "war on terror" self-evidently cannot be won with conventional weapons because it is a battle of values and identity, played out in the media as much as on the battleground. Climate change cannot easily be slowed down with legal or fiscal solutions alone because it is an international problem that is intimately linked to people's lifestyles and behaviors. Recession is as much about consumer confidence as it is about toxic debt.
The real battlegrounds of today are ideas, values, beliefs, behaviors and perceptions. We humans have souls as well as bodies, and our behavior is influenced by both -often far more by the former than the latter.
The progress and prosperity of countries is no longer a matter of how much economic, military or political power each can wield: the destiny of most countries lies to a significant extent -and for some governments, to a terrifying extent -in the hands of international public opinion. Countries, cities and regions that are lucky or virtuous enough to have acquired a positive reputation find that everything they or their citizens wish to do on the global stage is easier: their image goes before them like a calling card which opens doors, creates trust and respect, and raises the expectation of quality, competence and integrity.
Places with a reputation for being poor, uncultured, backward, dangerous or corrupt will find that everything they or their citizens try to achieve outside their own neighborhood is harder, and the burden is always on their side to prove that they do not conform to the national stereotype. Compare the experiences of a Swedish and an Iranian manager on the international job market, or the struggles of an exporter from Bangladesh with one from Canada. Compare the ease with which a mediocre tourist resort in a highly regarded country can gain glowing media coverage and celebrity endorsement, with the difficulties experienced by an unspoiled and unique destination in a country with a weak or poor reputation. Compare the way consumers in Europe or America will willingly pay more for an unknown "Japanese" product than for an identical "Korean" product that is probably made in the same Chinese factory. Compare how positively the international media will report on an ordinary piece of policy from the government of a country reputed to be fair, rich and stable, with the media silence or sharp criticism that greets a wise, brave and innovative policy from a country that is saddled with a negative image.
When I started writing about these ideas, which I called "nation brand", in the mid-1990s, my original observation was a simple one: that the reputations of countries are analogous to the brand images of companies and products, and these reputations are equally critical to the progress and prosperity of those countries because of their influence on the opinions and behaviors of each country's "target audience" of foreign investors, tourists, consumers, students, entrepreneurs, trading partners, the media, other governments, donors, multilateral agencies and so on.
Places certainly have their brand images, but the extent to which they can be branded is, of course, another matter. The idea of a nation as a brand created much excitement in the public sector, thanks to the tantalizing but largely illusory prospect of a quick fix for a weak or negative national image. Even today, many governments, most consultants and even some scholars persist in a naïve and superficial notion of "place branding" that is nothing more than ordinary marketing and corporate identity, where the product just happens to be a country, a city or a region rather than a bank or a running shoe.
There is little or no evidence to suggest that such approaches can affect national image, and it is remarkable how many governments are prepared to spend large amounts of donors' and taxpayers' money on such campaigns without the support of any proper case studies -there are none in the literature and I have been publicly calling for them, or even some moderately persuasive arguments, since around the year 2000, but so far entirely in vain -and often without the most rudimentary success criteria or mechanisms for performance measurement.
In reality, the images of places appear to be remarkably stable, and highly resilient to deliberate manipulation. The Anholt-GfK Roper Nation Brands Index (NBI), which I launched in early 2005 to track and analyze the global
